realize the contingency of the borderline and understand the political interests and reasons for the demarcation. nonetheless, the propaganda worked very well so that people believed blindly in these ideologies of West and east, which had great consequences for social life. the mental borders persist longer than the material ones. even today i am often asked if i was born in the west or east side of the city. this is not an innocent question because the West is often associated with the good and fortunate side, and the east with the bad or unlucky side. to avoid this schematization, i answer "in the south of berlin" -which is, in fact, true.
i left my native city to settle down in France at the same time when the last allies were leaving berlin. With the end of the Cold War, their presence was no longer justified by military logic. the departure of the soldiers was accompanied by many emotions. there are very few moments in history in which ancient enemies and occupying forces became friends, as happened in West germany.
"americans" in berlin (photo: k. denni) i would not dare to compare the victorious powers of the second World War to the presence of the habsburg monarchy in Central europe, which met more enthusiasm in some parts than in others, but i understand the nostalgia of some people for the glorious days of the austro-hungarian empire. the coexistence described by Claude magris (magris 1986; ara and magris 1991) testifies to the existence of beneficial cross-cultural relations, even if not all social groups were concerned in equal measure.
europe: imagination & praCtiCes my current domicile of strasbourg also exemplifies the relativeness of the cardinal points. From berlin, the city is situated to the West, and from paris to the east. indeed, i prefer the geographical references. in the past other connotations were employed for the contentious Franco-german border, such as the latin zone versus the germanic zone, or the civilized world versus the barbarian world, which suggested the superiority of one culture. although strasbourg experienced its heyday during rhenish humanism -long before the thirty Years' War annihilated landscapes, humans, and spirits -nationalisms constructed an otherness.
perhaps i am focusing too much on my continent. in other areas of the world the same questions are raised. at the age of fourteen, i spent two months in hawaii, which for many people is an island paradise incarnate. surrounded by the ocean, i instead suffered from the fact that i felt enclosed, as though by the berlin Wall. berlin could be seen as a black island in the red ocean. in hawaii, despite geopolitical lacunae, the east-west paradigm continues to be employed in writing the cultural politics of the island. although pacific peoples were inserted into an "east" and "West" geopolitical framework that represented asia and the united states, respectively, and implicated "oriental" and "occidental" constructs, their subjectivity beyond these concepts was negated.
ambivalenCe oF the term i have also given a brief summary of my life for methodological reasons. influenced by german, French, and english scholars, i cannot pretend to represent, for example, a balkan point of view. in any case, i am inclined to question why todorova declares the death of Central europe (2000: 219) . as a bulgarian scholar, does she not insist on the negative facets of Central europe that tried to exclude the balkans? referring to milan kundera, i also have to question whether he reflects a particular Czech vision of Central europe that, thanks to the celebrity of this author, greatly influenced american research.
Central europe is marked by the openness of its borders (krasinski 1988: 38) . although one can agree with the thesis that Central europe demonstrates the irrelevance of the east-West polarity because it is part of both (vidmar -horvat and delanty 2008: 207) , it is necessary to analyze why and at what moment inclusive or exclusive interpretations are used. depending on the periods, ljubljana, for instance, has defined itself with an east West paradigm in equating the balkans with orientalism; it has also pointed out its cultural diversity of slavic, germanic, and latin influences. like europe as a whole, the "macroregion" of Central europe (hroch 2000: 21) is not a homogenous entity. at a summit in brussels on 1 march 2009, hungary's demand that 160 billion euros be given to eastern and Central european countries was even rejected by Central european countries such as poland and the Czech republic. the participants in the summit justified their refusal by the desire to distinguish the economic situation in each central and eastern european karen denni, Central europe as a transition zone betWeen West and east country. to quote german Chancellor angela merkel, "You cannot compare slovenia and slovakia to hungary" (Die Welt, 1 march 2009).
Central europe's history is characterized by two tendencies: the idea of unity, which implies a homogenous region, and resistance to these efforts and the struggle for the autonomy of the peoples living in Central europe. these antagonistic tensions led to the fragility of political consensus in this geographic area (stirk 1994: 1) . the weakness of political stability is evident in the balkans, where the occupying powers were seen as an alien element because the multiethnic and cross-cultural landscape was not chosen voluntarily, but imposed by empires. nationalism was prevalent within these young nations with strong primordial roots whose desire for nation-building was hampered by foreign powers, but whose cultural identity was strong enough to by and large avoid assimilation and integration in a supranational system (ivanov 1996: 40) .
as jacques le rider writes in his book La Mitteleuropa, the historical and geopolitical notion of Central europe does not correspond to a defined geographical reality. it has vague and varying outlines according to changing situations. depending on the era, the term had different significations. in the function of the political or economic interest of the author, the concept of Central europe included different political systems and collectives (le rider 1994: 3) . For this reason the term "Central europe is an ambiguous notion. it evokes the memory of nationalism and imperialism as well as the peaceful cohabitation of nations and cultural transfers transcending national identities, but too often at the cost of small nations" (le rider 2008: 158) . despite many arguments by geographers since the Congress of vienna about what was part of Central europe and which territories were excluded, a geographical demarcation is not appropriate. "the location of Central europe in terms of the ill-defined divide between West and east, one that moreover tended to shift during the course of history, was by no means fully clear and has been, indeed, the subject of several debates" (lewis 1994: 7) .
therefore it seems to be more convenient to opt for another criterion -like the subjective desire in renan's sense -to determine what belongs to Central europe. otherness even within Central europe was constructed by separate trajectories and incompatible developments, as jenő szűcs has convincingly described in the example of the evolution of medieval feudalism. other borders forming mental maps of Central europe were the borders of the empire of Charlemagne, which separated Christian europe from the slavs in the east, and the borders drawn by the reformation and counter-reformation of the sixteenth century. moreover, the borders between the latin West and orthodox east, or between Christendom and islam, have to be considered (geiss 1996: 8) . the old borders influenced the social, cultural, and political life of the peoples living between them and were a marker of differences. the impact of these invisible borders can be seen even in our days, and provides arguments for excluding those from Central europe that are considered as others, such as the balkans.
historiCal ConCepts oF Central europe it is striking that the first ideas of Central europe were pronounced by austrians and germans, who seemed to have many interests in a construct of Central europe. "Central europe" as a geopolitical entity emerged at the time of the Congress of vienna in the context of metternich's vision of a political balance of powers between the Western powers, britain and France, and the eastern power, russia. Central europe, under the dominant habsburg empire, was viewed as the guarantor of the balance of powers both in terms of international politics as well as in a cultural sense (görtemaker 2002) .
moreover, the concept of Mitteleuropa is closely connected to german nation-building and identity construction. in the debates about germany's future borders, the notion of Mitteleuropa was proposed as one possible configuration to ease the tensions between prussia and austria and to provide an answer to the german question of grossdeutsch or kleindeutsch (strath 2008: 172) . however, as long as the extent of the german reich was undecided, the form of Central europe could be imagined in different manners as well.
one of the proponents of the concept of Mitteleuropa in pre-revolutionary germany was the liberal economist Friedrich list, whose vision was the creation of a political economy favored by a strong nation-state. his concept included an area from the baltic and the north sea to the mediterranean and the black sea. he advocated the whole of Central europe as a free-trade zone for the fair and free exchange of agricultural products, raw materials, and manufactured goods among the region's developing nation-states (list 1883). the claim was that germany was placed in the center of europe, and therefore should play a central role in its economic and thus also political affairs. list's perception, however, was not built on race and ethnicity, but based on a national economy and political democracy rather than the Volk in an ethnic sense (strath 2008: 176) . nevertheless, this was not an acceptable proposal for other Western states, namely France and great britain, which felt threatened by such a concentration of power. moreover, prussia was also not interested in a customs union with the empire (stirk 1994: 6) .
at the same time, František palacký publicized the idea of a danube Federation, which in turn excluded german regions to limit the influence of germans in Central europe. because of the power structure of that time, this concept did not have any success until the defeat of germany in the First World War. the interwar ideas of Central europe, on the other hand, mainly emanated from eastern europeans such as tomáš masaryk, who integrated the ideas of palacký.
at the beginning of the First World War the liberal thinker Friedrich naumann published his book Mitteleuropa, in which he defined Central europe as a political and economic body from the north sea to the alps, and then down to the adriatic and the danube valley (naumann 1964) . in the first version of his plan he excluded romania, bulgaria, serbia, and greece, but also switzerland and the netherlands. he advocated a customs union and confederate system in which all nationalities would be independent karen denni, Central europe as a transition zone betWeen West and east and protected (brechtefeld 1996: 45) . although naumann thought that germany would dominate the confederation culturally and economically, he wanted to visualize Mitteleuropa not only for the germans but for all the different nations in this area. he was of the opinion that Central europe was unimaginable without its diversity of nationalities and religions (strath 2008: 182) , which provoked the bitter criticism by pan-german associations (stirk 1994: 14) .
the First World War changed the map of europe. hence naumann's concept of a reconciliation of the national and the social, the state and the economy, and german and slavic populations failed. germany was not in a position to propose naumann's concept of Central europe. the reconstitution of poland and the creation of Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia on the one hand and, on the other hand, the large territorial losses of austria and hungary, which reduced their political weight to those of small states, reshuffled Central europe's geopolitics. regarding postwar nationalism and territorial claims, Central europe became a utopia of a vanished era. "What was east, what West in a landmass whose political divisions had been utterly and unrecognizable remade within a single lifetime?" (judt 1991: 25) .
it is a tragedy that in the 1930s Central europe became a central analytical tool in new imaginary representations of national unity. the one-sided concepts were now related to racial and ethnic discourses that did not accept any equality of the different states in Central europe. the second World War proved at the military and political level that Central europe could not be a buffer zone between the West and the east. nazi germany had discredited any idea of Mitteleuropa. With the eradication of the jews by the german occupants and the expulsion of the german residents of Central europe after the second World War, two large communities disappeared from this area. this is why it seemed to make no sense to revive the idea of Central europe (stirk 1994: 21) . after the formation of the iron curtain, there was no place left for a transition zone like Central europe.
Central europe in the vieW oF dissidents it was only in the 1980s that dissidents from hungary, poland, and the former Czechoslovakia took up the term "Central europe," but in new sense. timothy garton ash remarks that these concepts omitted divided germany. With nostalgia, the dissidents looked backward to the austro-hungarian monarchy and forward to revising the order imposed by Yalta (ash 1994: 2) .
the following papers -jenő szűcs's "the three historic regions of europe, an outline" (published in hungarian in 1983), Czesław miłosz's "the Witness of poetry," and milan kundera's "the tragedy of Central europe" (first published in French under the title "un occident kidnappé ou la tragédie de l'europe centrale" [a kidnapped West or the tragedy of Central europe]) -had in common the constituting of the otherness of europe: imagination & praCtiCes russia. in the representation of these dissidents, Central europe was distinguished from what was often considered a homogeneous soviet bloc. russia was then marked as the one that was qualitatively different from Central europe. there were some nuances in the manner of otherness, but russia was blamed as the one that hampered the development of Central europe. nonetheless, in cultural terms east-Central europe belonged to the West, which in kundera's bitter words was a "West that, kidnapped, displaced and brainwashed, nevertheless insists on defending its own identity" (kundera 1984: 134) . although the soviet union had "kidnapped" east-Central europe through Yalta, the West had forgotten the tragic fate of the other half of europe. Central europe and eastern europe had vanished in the collective memory of those states that tackled the construction of the european union as if they represented all of europe. that this "collective cultural amnesia" (judt 1991: 27) had been observed in countries like France and italy with strong communist influences after the second World War might not amaze very many, but even West berliners forgot their fellow countrymen behind the iron Curtain as though the wall were not a reminder of a crime against humanity.
nevertheless, eastern dissidents did not meet much response when they argued that Central europe was part of europe itself, which is why europe could not be whole without this part (kundera 1984: 16) . apart from the desire for liberation from the soviet union, there was not, however, any concrete political project. according to kundera, Central europe was "a culture or a destiny," and according to györgy konrád it represented "nostalgia and utopia" (konrád 1986: 86) .
the dissidents hoped to fight against "the spirit of Yalta," standing for a military solution to social questions (konrád 1985: 65) , in reviving the idea of Central europe as a zone of mediation and transition, the center in a metaphoric and symbolic sense. they considered Central europe to be a sort of bridge between the east and the West. the West-east antagonism of the Cold War was supposed to be replaced by a republic-based understanding of politics. the dissidents did not link the topic of Central europe to the stage of development in Western countries, but instead reverted to their own traditions and representations. they used the recourse of symbols that were rooted in the cultural memory of these countries. in these arguments, special national features were shared by an emphasis on the existence of common points among Central europeans. the intention was to underpin their values, basic beliefs, and claims to verity as well as central ideas of civil society, and define a cultural and normatively charged space by reference to a historical belonging (schmidt 2001: 17 ff.) . the debate about Central europe was characterized by the interaction of political, cultural, and regional identity as well as the reassessment of space vis-à-vis time. ideologies are socially constructed interpretations of trueness. in the case discussed here, these interpretations of trueness describe the specificity of Central europe, a Central european collective idea in reverting to histories that renew collective memory, remind, and create symbols and mythic narratives (schmidt 2001: 22 dreaming and Writing oF a sYmbiosis even if the political projects of Central europe are not viable, i would not agree with maria todorova that Central europe is dead. however, the idea of Central europe can only survive in the scope of the european union. reservations towards Central europe are not specific to this macroregion. jacques le rider framed skepticism towards Central europe in the context of a general euro-skepticism. the concept of Central europe still has relevance in serving as a transition from the Warsaw pact under the dominance of the soviet union to sovereign states within the european union (le rider 2008: 167) . how current this question is and how widespread resentments against the bureaucracy of the european union remain was recently evidenced by the speech of Czech president václav klaus in the european parliament, in which he compared this institution to the former communist system. in my view, Central europe can contribute cultural and social concepts to europe, which is in search of its identity and its cultural bases. in the past, Central europe has acted as a cultural crossroads for the continent as a whole. it still has the capacity to follow these traditions. i am not thinking of the concepts presented earlier because these were very exclusive concepts. the discussion about Central europe should not be interpreted as an attempt to exclude somebody from europe. instead, it proves the existence of several historical belongings. even if it is impossible to define the limits of Central europe and other european regions, it is also evident that Central europe has multiple margins (rupnik 1990: 40) , which have been thresholds from east to West and vice versa.
however, given the democratic deficits and the unequal distribution of wealth in russia, this country seems to be more distant from europe than ever since kundera's paper. Without any norms, no concept would prove its worth. tolerance, democracy, and liberty are constituent values of european heritage that the Central european countries recognized in joining the eu. nonetheless, Central europe also has something to offer, as václav havel stated. reinterpreting the mode of Central europe makes it possible, for example, to valorize the experiences of cross-cultural and inter-ethnic tolerance and coexistence in Central europe in the context of the migration of various ethnic groups in these countries (vidmar -horvat and delanty 2008: 214) .
i am also thinking of Central europe's evolution during the last twenty years. in my opinion, Western europe could benefit from the rich experiences central and eastern european countries made after the collapse of their communist systems. the transformation processes of that time probably represented even greater changes than the globalizing processes of recent years and may be similar to the restructuring processes expected in the coming years.
in spite of some difficulties and failures, these countries proved to have an amazing adaptability and learning aptitude, which were finally recompensed by entry into the eu only fifteen years after the fall of the berlin Wall. their efforts to reform their political, legal, and social institutions merit the compliments of the Western world, which demonstrates less flexibility in facing necessary reforms. the problem is simply that Western people have not yet realized the useful contributions of Central europe. nadège ragaru (2001: 146) complains about the absence of any curiosity in Western states about the other half of europe. only a few scholars think that the other part of europe could be conducive to the debate about the role of the state in the globalized world and about social redistribution in a new economic context. in this period of financial and economic crisis, recent polls show that people's morale has reached a low. it is true the unemployment rate, instable situations, and precariousness do not contribute to optimism. our economic and social order will probably have completely changed after restructuring the system. however, in comparison to Central european states, the welfare system is still working well in Western europe, although one must anticipate cutbacks of social services. the notion of precariousness, however, means something different in bucharest than in paris. people behind the iron curtain lived in an economy of scarcity. it required great flexibility and ingenuity to manage everyday life. these are characteristics we need today, when we are exposed to the greatest financial karen denni, Central europe as a transition zone betWeen West and east and economic crisis since 1929. it is also a question of the spirit to face changes. Central europeans have proved to have an extraordinary ability to reorganize their political, social, and economic life. i am therefore convinced that there are some lessons to learn from Central european countries.
after the failure of the communist and "socialist" experiments, i will not advocate an anti-capitalist system like Western intellectuals did it in the 1980s, which made them deaf to the voices of eastern dissidents. however, perhaps now is the moment when we will also realize the downsides of economic growth to the dream of a symbiosis of Western and eastern elements in a european society that pursues other goals besides increasing consumption. both sides must rethink the bases of social links such as the limits of egalitarianism, new definitions of liberty, the limits of economic growth, new solidarities, a re-examination of the paradigm of modernity, and new values in our societies. 
